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What turned you on to biology 
in the first place? As far as I 
remember, I always wanted to be a 
researcher. As a child at the movies 
or reading comics, I was always 
more fascinated by caricatured 
scientists such as Emmet Brown, 
The Count of Champignac or 
Professor Cuthbert Calculus than by 
the heroes (Marty McFly, Spirou or 
Tintin). Although I was raised on a 
farm, as a child I was not particularly 
interested by the natural world. It 
was only at high school, with my 
first genetics lessons, that I decided 
I was interested in biology. I was 
immediately fascinated by classical 
genetics. Just by looking at the 
colour of a bug’s eyes or the shape 
of a pea, and thinking a bit, you can 
decipher the mystery of heredity and 
construct the map of a chromosome, 
amazing! Add to that molecular 
genetics, the ability to read the 
genetic code and to explain a major 
trait just because there is an A there 
instead of a T, and you get a really 
fascinating area of science. I do not 
regret that choice, being glad to work 
in an area of research that has not 
ceased to be exciting for a century 
and looking forward to seeing what 
we will do with the current revolution 
of deep sequencing.
How did you decide on your 
current research topics? Like 
many scientists, my current research 
topic is more the consequence of 
contingency than of a deliberate 
choice. I decided early on to work 
with Arabidopsis because, wanting 
to become a geneticist, working 
with plants was a natural choice. 
Q & AThe Australia Koala Foundation 
has said that, if the decline 
continues, koalas will disappear in 
the wild by 2040. Deborah Tabart, 
the charity’s chief executive, is 
urging the Australian government 
to list the animal as endangered. 
“I think it will be hard for anyone 
to walk away from this data. 
We have a very high level of 
confidence that it accurately 
shows a drastic decline.”
Nigel Williams
Koala crisis
The doyen of Australian 
conservation concerns is in 
danger of becoming extinct 
within the next 30 years, one 
organization has announced, 
as a result of forest fires, 
climate change, disease and 
over- development. Recent surveys 
have led to estimates that only 
43,000 koalas are still living in the 
wild, compared with 100,000 just 
six years ago.
Worries: Conservationists are increasingly concerned that koala numbers are declining 
dramatically. (Photo: Alamy.)
